Introduction and Update
How do we move from research results to effective action as applied anthropologists?
The answer lies in becoming engaged with decision makers in the public policy arena.
To become advocates for solutions we believe in, we need both implementation strategies and game plans to reach and influence power centers. The following piece, published under the title above, first appeared in Human Organization, Vol. 58, No. 1, Spring, 1999, pp. 105-107 . It was intended to focus the attention of SfAA members on the need to propose and promote policies intended to generate directed culture change. Because we see applied anthropology as a national and international discipline, we have frequently sought to address our policy concerns to agencies that operate at that level-USAID, UNDP, World Bank and IMF, and appropriate committees of the U.S. But the intent to promote policy making at the highest "level of integration," in Julian Steward's terms, most often through resolutions at annual meetings, may greatly exceed our capacity to mobilize resources and exert political influence. In fact, as the role of central governments tends to diminish in a more globalized world, the attempt itself may reflect a mind set better suited to a bygone era.
As anthropologists are presently more aware than many others, we have entered the era of "participatory decision making," and almost by definition including members of affected populations in the process reduces the level of integration at which many decisions take place: they become less global and more local as the town meeting becomes a vehicle, perhaps unrealistically idealized, for procedure.
Within the development community this tendency has been both legitimized and enthusiastically promoted under two labels which tap deeply ingrained value themes in Western society: democratization and decentralization. In operational terms, both imply the need for a more "inclusionary" set of procedures for establishing policy.
For anthropologists, this tendency or trend should carry the reminder that policymaking takes place at all levels of integration-neighborhood, school district, community, county, and state. A neglected vehicle for inventing an "engaged anthropology," in Rappaport's welcome terms, may be our Local Practitioner Organizations. Without much encouragement and even less support, they have displayed remarkable sustainability.
To expand and improve policy intervention efforts at all levels, innovative strategies and game plans are solicited by your Public Policy Committee.
